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EDITORIAL S 
F,'rl itor£als are written uy members of the Editorial B om'd, and 

opinio11 s f,l ;/)/, fssed ar e t hose of the 1U1'itel's. 

1 N JD 8NTlFmD 1\f YCORACTElUA 1 

F our years ago the Veterans Ailministra tion and the National 
Tuberculosis Association of the U .S.A. hegan a co-operative study of 
mycobacteria. They establi shed a culture collection of unidentified 
mycobacteria associated wi th ]mman disease and, through the co-opera
tion of Veterans Admini stra tion hospitals throughout the country, 
began to survey their distribution ann significance.1 In a r ecent prog
ress r eport, Runyon 2 suggested. th a t th e word 'anonymous' should be 
substitu ted ror 'atypi cal', tIl e adj ective frefju ently used to describe 
such mycohacteria. There a re, indeed, some obj ecti ons to the pl1I'ase 
'atypi cal acid-fast bacilli'. F or in stance, it sugges ts that the organisms 
belong to one of the nallled species or variants or mycobacteria, but 
depart in some characteristi cs f rom the hypotheti cal type strains. In 
fact, such r elationship has not yet been demonstra ted.; though in at 
least one case it may exist, for B ogen 3 has drawn a ttention to the 
similarity of the 'Battey' type of mycobacteria- ·included in Runyon's 
Group III of non-photochromogens·-to JIyco . lu berculosis val' avis, 
the similarity extending to complete resistance of both t o all the 

1 R('printed, with permission of the editor, Dr . J . R. B ignall , from l'ubc1'clc (London ) ·10 
(1959) 58·59. No changes have been made except to set u p the referell ces in custo mary 
JO UR-NAT. tyle, add ing the titles of the papers so far poss ible, and rUliliin g th(,1ll as foot· 
not('~ in st('ad of g rouped at t he end,- BD I'L'OR. 

1 Veterans Administration·National Tubercul osis Associatio n co· operative study of 
mycobacteria. American Rev. Tuberc, 72 ( 1955) 866·868 (correspo ndence ) . 
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Froman bacter'iophages so far te~ted. 'Anonymous' or ' unidentified' 
makes no assumption of l'elationsl}ips; it merely expresses our present 
ignorance of their position in the genus J1Iycobacteri1t?1t. 

Runyon reported that the culture collection had now provided 
material for study of about 400 strains of unidentified mycobacteria 
from 93 laboratories of 30 states 01' countri es. r:J~wo classes of these 
organisms are apparently widespread in the United States. The photo
chromogens are much more common in the mid-west and the non
photochrolllogens in Georg-ia, Alabama and Florida. In other areas, 
anonymous mycobacteria of any kind are rarely recognized. Pulmonary 
disease associated 'with them appears to have a remarkably local dis
tribution even within the states with a high prevalence. For instance, 
in suburban Cook County, on the outskirts of Chicago, three com
munities comprising only] 6 per cent of the total population provided 
G3 per cen t of the known cases of infection with photochromogens:1 

Tn the se ri es of 49 cases there was a preponderance of males-85 pel' 
cent (in a group of patients with pulmonary tuherculosis from the 
same hospital 68 per cent were men). Lewis and other s," from Florida, 
reported 100 cases, 76 being apparently infected with non-photochromo
gens. There was a striking predominance of older men, an observation 
also made by Crow and his colleague~ in Georgia.G 

The objection to the phrase 'atypical tuberculosi s', which is some
times used, is even stronger than to naming the bacilli 'atypical'. By 
definition, the group of phenomena designated 'tuberculosis' is caused 
by infection 'with Myco. t1~berc1Ilosis . If there were a 'typical' picture 
of tuberculosis, there could be an 'atypical' one, but the causative 
organism would be the same species . If it is eventually shown that the 
'Battey' type mycohacteria belong to the JJ1y co . h lb er'c1llosis var. avis 
g roup, infection with tllese bacilli could be call ed 'tuberculosis' with 
the qualificabon 'caused by atypical avian hacilli', just as tuberculosis 
may be caused by human or bovine bacilli. But to use the phrase of 
di sease associated with any of the unidentified mycobacteria is at pres
ent misleading. Although the clini cal, radiographic and histological 
appearance of infection with these organisms may be simi lar to or 
identical with pulmonary tuberculosis, there is some evidence that the 
epidemiology of the diseases may differ. It cannot be concluded that 
the 'unidentified' mycobacterial diseases are entirely non-infectiou s; 

4 LESTER, 'v., BOTK I:-<", J. and Cor,ToN, R. Transactions of the 17th Confercnce on the 
C hcmotherapy of 'ruberculosis, Veterans Administration·Armcd Forces, \Vasliington, 1958, 
p. 289. 

• LEWIS, A. G., D UNBAR, F. P. DAVIES, R. J., LASCllE, E. M., LERNER, E. N., 'VIIAR'l'ON, 
D. J. and BOND, J. O. Cli ni cal evaluation oflOO patients with ch roni c pulmonary disease due 
to 01' associated with atypi cal mycobactcri a . Alllerican Hev. Tuherc. & Pulmon. Dis. 78 ( 1958 ) 
315· (abstract) . 

6 CROW, H. R, KING, C. '1'., S~n'l'lI, C. E., CORPE, R. F. and STERGUS, 1. A limitcd clini cal, 
pathologic, and epidemiologic study of patients with pulmonary lcs ioll s as ociatcd with atypical 
acid·fast bacilli i ll th c sputum. Amel' ira n Rev. 'I'uhcl'c. & Pulmoll. Dis. 75 ( 1957) 199·222. 
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but the re is at· least a suggestion that they a re not as infectious as 
tuberculosis. Crow and others 6 reported 69 cases f rom the Battey 
S tate Hospital, Georgia, 64 of the patients being apparently infected 
with non-photochromogenic organisms. In 63 married patients there 
was not a single instance of tuberculosis in the spouse. Tuberculin 
skin tests and chest x-rays of contacts gave frequencies of tube rculin 
sensitivity and pulmonary abnorma Li ties thought to he lower than 
those among contacts of sputum-po, itive tuherculous patients; but the 
evi{lence presented 'is not entirely convin cing. On e pati ent excreting 
unidentified mycobacteria had 8 household contacts; and all had nega
tive tuberculin tests to Old Tuberculin. In 2 of the cases reported by 
Nassau and Hamilton 7 all the 6 chil.d contacts were tuberculin negative. 
Furthermore, the rarity of disease associa ted with the 'Battey' type of 
non-photochromogens in the geographical regions where there is a 
hi gh frequency of skin sensitizati on by this or allied organisms, sug
gests that infect ion hy the particular mycobacterium only rarely pro
duces clinical di sease.s The unidentified mycobacterial infections are 
more difficult to treat, the organisms being, in general, resistant to 
many of the drugs at present avai lable. Th e unfortunate patients who 
continue to excrete the bacilli present a difficult problem; for to lahel 
them 'tuberculous' implies a state of chronic high infectiousness 
requiring stringent measures that may not, in fact, be necessary. There 
is also the question whether patients with unidentined mycobacterial 
infections can become infected with Myco. tubercu.losis val'. hominis and 
whether they should be nursed in the same rooms as tuberculous 
patients. 

More investigation of the whole suhject is required. Co-operative 
studies similar to tho e in the United States might be begun elsewhere, 
in order to determine the geographi cal di stribution and importance of 
human disease associated with the 'anonymous' mycobacteria. The 
subject is to be discussed at the XVth Conference of the Internati onal 
Union against Tuberculosis at I stanbul in September this year. 

HEINZ-BODY ANEMIA IN 'DDS TREATMENT 

It appears that the mainstay of leprosy therapy, diaminodiphenyl 
sulfone (DDS to most of us, officially dapsone in Britain), has in recent 
year s proved to be of much value in the treatment of dermatitis her
petiformis. In order to suppress the symptoms it often has to be given 
in rather large dosage, sometimes as much as 200 mgm. daily, and 
consequently anemia is a constant hazard. 

T NASSAU, E and HAMILTON, G. M. Atypical mycobftcter ia in human pulmonary disea c. 
Tubercle 38 (1957 ) 387·396. 

8 EDWARDS, L. B. and PALMER, C. E . Epidemiologic studies of tuberculin sensitivity. 1. 
Preliminary results with purified protein derivatives prepa red f rom atypical acid-fa t 
organisms. American J. Hyg. 68 (1958) 213-231. 


